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Nauruan language 


The Nauruan^ or Nauru^ 4 ^ 5 ^ language (dorerin Naoero ) is 
an Austronesian language, spoken natively by around 6,000 
people in the island country of Nauru. Its relationship to the 
other Micronesian languages is not well understood. 
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Phonology 


Consonants 

Nauruan has 16-17 consonant phonemes. Nauruan makes 
phonemic contrasts between velarized and palatalized labial 
consonants. Velarization is not apparent before long back vowels 
and palatalization is not apparent before non-low front vowels 


Nauruan 


Nauru 

Dorerin Naoero, Ekaiairu Naoero 

Native to 

Nauru 

Ethnicity 

Nauruan people 

Native speakers 

(6,000, 

decreasing cited 
1991)fd 

L2 speakers: 
perhaps 1,000? 
(1991)[ 2 lt 3 l 

Language family 

Austronesian 


- Malayo- 
Polynesian 


■ Oceanic 


■ Micronesian 


■ Nauruan 

Writing system 

Latin 

Official status 

Official language in 

Nauru 

Language codes 

ISO 639-1 

na (https://ww 

w.loc.gov/stand 

ards/iso639-2/p 

hp/langcodes_na 

me.php?iso_639_ 

i=na) Nauru 

ISO 639-2 

nau (https://ww 

w.loc.gov/stand 

ards/iso639-2/p 

hp/langcodes_na 

me.php?code_ID= 

316) Nauru 

ISO 639-3 

nau Nauru 

Glottolog 

naurl243 (htt 

p://glottolog.o 

rg/resource/lan 


guoid/id/naurl2 
43) Nauru! 4 ! 




















Voiceless stops are geminated and nasals also contrast in lengthDental stops /t/ and /d/ become [tj] and 
[d3] respectively before high front vowelsJ 10 ' 

The approximants become fricatives in "emphatic pronunciation." Nathan {1974) transcribes them as (j) 
and ( w) but also remarks that they contrast with the non-syllabic allophones of the high vowels. 

Depending on stress, /r/ may be a flap or a trill. The precise phonetic nature of /r 1 / is unknown. Nathan 
(1974) transcribes it as ( r-) and speculates that it may pattern like palatalized consonants and be partially 
devoiced. 

Between a vowel and word-final /m*/, an epenthetical [b] appears.^ 

Vowels 

There are 12 phonemic vowels (six long, six short). In addition to the allophony in the following table from 
Nathan {1974), a number of vowels reduce to [0]:® 


Phoneme 

Allophones 

Phoneme 

Allophones 

l\il 

[i:] 

luul 

[i: ~ u:] 

HI 

[i~i] 

lul 

[i ~ Ll] 

leel 

[e: ~ £:] 

loot 

[o: ~a(:)~d(:)] 

lei 

[£~A] 

lol 

[A] 

/aa/ 

[ae:] 

/aa/ 

[a:] 

/a/ 

[ae~a] 

la] 

[a — a] 


Non-open vowels (that is, all but /aa/, /a/, /act/ /a/) become non-syllabic when preceding another vowel, as 
in/e-oeeoun/ -* [£Q£QUn] ('hide')J 11 ^ 

Stress 

Stress is on the penultimate syllable when the final syllable ends in a vowel, on the last syllable when it ends 
in a consonant, and initial with reduplications 


Writing system 





In the Nauruan written language, 17 letters were originally used: 

■ The five vowels: a, e, i, o, u 

■ Twelve consonants: b, d, g, j, k, m, n, p, q, r, t, w 

The letters c, f, h, 1, s, v, x, y and z were not included. With the growing influence of foreign languages 
(most of all German, English and Kiribati and some minority of Malay) more letters were incorporated into 
the Nauruan alphabet. In addition, phonetic differences of a few vowels arose, so that umlauts and other 
similar-sounding sounds were indicated with a tilde. 


Attempt at language reform of 1938 


In 1938 there was an attempt by the Nauruan language committee and Timothy Detudamo to make the 
language easier to read for Europeans and Americans. It was intended to introduce as many diacritical 
symbols as possible for the different vowel sounds to state the variety of the Nauruan language in writing. It 
was decided to introduce only a grave accent in the place of the former tilde, so that the umlauts "6" and "u" 
were replaced by "6" and "u". The "a" was substituted with "e". 


Also, "y" was introduced in order to differentiate words with the English "j" (pu/i). Thus, words like ijeiji 
were changed to iyeyi. In addition, "n" (which represented the velar nasal) was replaced with "ng", to 
differentiate the Spanish N, "bu" and "qu" were replaced with "bw" and "kw" respectively, "ts" was replaced 
with "j" (since it represented a pronunciation similar to English "j"), and the "w" written at the end of words 
was removed. 


These reforms were only partly carried out: the umlauts "6" and "u" are still written with tildes. However, 
the letters "a" and "n" are now only seldom used, being replaced with "e" and "ng", as prescribed by the 
reform. Likewise, the writing of the double consonants "bw" and "kw" has been implemented. Although the 
"j" took the place of "ts", certain spellings still use "ts." For example, the districts Baiti and Ijuw (according 
to the reform Beiji and lyu ) are still written with the old writing style. The "y" has largely become generally 
accepted. 

Today the following 29 Latin letters are used. 

■ Vowels: a, a, e, i, o, 6, u, u 

■ Semivowels: j 

■ Consonants: b, c, d, f, g, h, j, k, I, m, n, n, p, q, r, s, s, t, w, y, z 


Dialects 


According to a report published in 1937 in Sydney, there was a diversity of dialects until Nauru became a 
colony of Germany in 1888, and until the introduction of publication of the first texts written in Nauruan. 
The varieties were largely so different that people of various districts often had problems understanding each 
other completely. With the increasing influence of foreign languages and the increase of Nauruan texts, the 
dialects blended into a standardized language, which was promoted through dictionaries and translations by 
Alois Kayser and Philip Delaporte. 

Today there is significantly less dialectal variation. In the district of Yaren and the surrounding area there is 
an eponymous dialect spoken, which is only slightly different. 


Delaporte’s Nauruan dictionary 




In 1907, Philip Delaporte published his pocket German-Nauruan dictionary. [1] (http://www.trussel.com/kir/ 
naudel.htm) The dictionary is small (10.5 x 14 cm), with 65 pages devoted to the glossary and an additional 
dozen to phrases, arranged alphabetically by the German. Approximately 1650 German words are glossed in 
Nauruan, often by phrases or synonymous forms. There are some 1300 'unique' Nauruan forms in the 
glosses, including all those occurring in phrases, ignoring diacritical marks. The accents used there are not 
common; just one accent (the tilde) is in use today. 

Sample text 


The following example of text is from the Bible (Genesis, 1.1-1.8): 

1 Naga a eitsiok drig imim, Gott orig ianweron me eb. 2 Me eitsiok erig imin nana bain eat eb, me eko oanan, 
mi itur emek animwet ijited, ma Anin Gott omakamakur animwet ebok. 3 Me Gott uge, Enim eao, me eaden. 
4 Me Gott at iao bwo omo, me Gott oekae iad mi itur. 5 Me Gott eij eget iao bwa Aran, me E ij eget itur bwa 
Anubumin. Ma antsiemerin ma antsioran ar eken uror adamonit ibum. 6 Me Gott uge, Enim tsinime 
firmament inimaget ebok, me enim ekae ebok atsin eat ebok. 7 Me Gott eririn firmament, mo o ekae ebok nea 
ijonin firmament atsin eat ebok nea itugain firmament, mo ugan. 8 Me Gott eij egen firmament bwe 
Ianweron. Ma antsiemerin ma antsioran ar eke uror karabumit ibum. 

It is notable that the Nauruan vocabulary contains a few German loanwords (e.g. Gott, "God"; and 
Firmament, "celestial sphere"), which is traced back to the strong influence of German missionaries. 

Phrases 


Nauruan 

English 

Anubumin 

Night 

Aran 

Day 

Bagadugu 

Ancestors 

(E)kamawir Omo 

Best wishes 

Ebok 

Water 

Firmament 

Earth; celestial sphere 

Gott 

God 

Ianweron 

Heaven 

Iao 

Light 

low 

Peace 

Itur 

Darkness 

Orig 

Beginning 

Tarawong (ka) 

Goodbye 
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